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INTRODUCTION
Play is the most complete form- of self-expression' developed by,the human-
organism (Landreth, 1991). Play is a child's medium for expression. Play
provides a non-threatening and comfortable environment for children to express
their unpleasant thoughts and feelings that might become overwhelming. In play,
children are given the opportunity to play out feelings and problems so they
become more manageable (Axline, 1969). Through play, the child reestablishes
some sense of control in his life. According to Landreth (1991), as the child
begins to feel more control over his life through the active process of play, he
begins to feel more secure in his life. This feeling of control is essential for
emotional development and positive mental health.
The tsunami disaster is a threatening and traumatizing experience for children
survivors. According to Terr (mentioned in Webb, 2001), trauma does not
ordinarily get 'better' by itself. It burrows down further and further under the
children's defenses and coping strategies. Play therapy is a recommended
therapeutic medium because play is the children's natural means of expression.
Play enables the children to distance from the traumatic events through the use
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of symbolic materials (Webb, 2001). By acting out traumatic experience or
situation, and by returning to that happening again and again through play, the
children move toward an inner resolution and is better able-to- cope with- or adjust
to those experiences outside ~ay (Landreth, 2001). In Malaysia, we use play
therapy as it provides a safe and non-thl"eatening environment for the children
survivors of tsunami to express their feelings and to establish sense of control or
security in their live.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of the study is to explore the use of play therapy for children
survivors of tsunami. The aim is to provide the child a safe environment to play
out his traumatic experience, bring his feelings to the surface of awarerress and
help the child to move toward an inner resolution. In this study, two children
survivors who were directly involved in the disaster were selected but only one
case is elaborated in this study.
METHODOLOGY
Research Approach
This is an in-depth description of a case study of a child survivor of tsunami who
underwent the play therapy. The case study used child-centered play therapy.
This approach is based on the philosophical belief that children have the capacity
within them to grow, develop and solve their problems when they experience an
environment of safety and trust. The counselor will not direct the therapeutic
process, but facilitate the process. The counselor trusts the inner person of the




Sandplay is the main play therapy technique that is used- ill tlTe case study:
Sandplay is a wonderful way of exploring the inner world. A lot of
transformations can happen as the figures are arranged in relation to each other
(Pearson & Nolan, 1995). Sandplay is a tool, which not only facilitates therapy
but help the healing and growth process (Klaff, 1980). In order to create a non-
threatening environment for the children survivors of tsunami, sand and water
were only provided for the last two sessions. Drawing paper was used for the
first four sessions to indicate the boundaries of the sand tray. According to
Pearson and Wilson (2001), the physical dimensions of a sand tray, which are
limited and containing, has the effect of helping the children focus and then
reflect their inner vision, thoughts, feelings and unfinished business. The sand
tray is a means of assessment and therapy in its own right (West, 1996). The
counselor also used role-play technique from Gestalt Therapy to help the chird
release his inner emotions.
Subject
A Post-Traumatic Stress Symptoms Screening was held seven months after the
disaster, to an 8 years old male child call Mhd (not his real name). He still has
some post-traumatic symptoms such as chest pain; difficulty in breathing;
insomnia; feelings of fear, anger and insecurity; and lack interest in joyful
activities.
Mhd was at home when the disaster happened. He was swept by the wave
twice and nearly died. His mother managed to rescue him from the wave. His
house was partly damaged in the disaster. After the disaster, Mhd did not dare
to go near the beach. He became very sensitive to noise. Any loud noise would
trigger his thought that tsunami is coming again. He had difficulty sleeping well
and was easily awaken.
Materials
The materials used in this study are drawing papers, colour pencils and some
categories of toys such as domestics animals, wild animals, sea creatures,
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insects, vehicles, human figures, cartoon figures, dinosaurs, trees, stones, seer
Sileii", corais, doctor's klts, fenceS', toy soldiers and guns, ptastic drshes, boats,
furnittJre, amt toy. houses". rrlese" are toy's that- roost i-ikel,- represent tile' child's
experience in tsunamL Drawtng papers were avaiiabie for the fu'st four- s-essions.
Sand tray and water were prepared for the last two sessions.
CASE STUDY
Session One
The first session was held seven months after the tsunami. The session was
held in an administrator's office in the school of the child. The counselor
arranged all the toys according to their categories before inviting the child for the
play therapy session. When he came in, he was excited with the toys in the
room. He went near the toys and touched some of the figures. The counselor
explained to him the process of play therapy and the time allocated for him. He
was given a drawing paper to create his own scene by putting the toys on the
paper. The paper is the boundary of his symbolic play.
The child drew a road at the centre of the paper and patiently coloured it black
(Appendix 1, Picture 1a). After he had finished drawing, he was invited to
choose the toys to put on his drawing. Firstly, he chose many big size animals
like dinosaur, snakes, lizard, and elephant. He placed all the animals in the
same direction, which was left side. Then, he put some insects outside the road
but they also faced the same direction. Later on, he chose seven human figures
that represented his family members. They were all facing the same direction.
Lastly, he put a house on the right side of the paper. He told the counselor that
they were trying to run to a safe place in order to escape from the wave of
tsunami. He showed the counselor that he was the soldier figure that was
running ahead (Appendix 1, Picture 1b). They were safe and no one was killed
in the disaster except the house was damaged.
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Session Two
In the second session, the child initiated the play without getting further
instruction from the counselor. He drew an "L" shape road on a drawing paper
and colored it black again (Appendix 1, Picture 2a). After finishing the drawing,
he picked up some animals and human figures and put them on the paper. Then,
he added some trees along the road. He repeated what he did in the first
session. All the figures (animals and humans) were on the direction of running to
a safe place to escape from the wave (Appendix 1, Picture 2b).
Since the picture looked very crowded, the counselor offered him an extra paper
to extend his picture. He agreed and quickly drew another "L" shape road and
colored it black. Then, he joined 'the roads' together (Appendix 1, Picture 2c).
He added more human and animal figures along the road. They were escaping
from the wave. He shifted a few figures that represented his family members to
the front of the road to show that they were running away very fast (Appendix 1,
Picture 2d). After completing the picture, the counselor asked him when they
were going to stop running. He said they had already stopped. He pointed to a
very small figure (with both hands raised as a signal to stop running) standing at
the end of the road. He said the man asked them to stop running because they
were safe (Appendix 1, Picture 2e). No one was killed in the disaster. When the
counselor asked him "Are you in the picture?" He told her that the "hero" figure
that was running ahead was he. Before the end of the session, the counselor got
the permission from the child to take a photo of his picture.
Session Three
In the third session, the child drew a hill in the middle of the paper. Firstly, he
chose seven army figures with gun and put them on the hill (He has seven family
members). Then, he added a boat and some sea creatures like dolphin, turtle,
fishes, shark, lobster around the foot of the hill. He also put a scale outside, at
the top right hand corner of the paper. Lastly, he put a house (the same house
that was damaged in the first session) with a stethoscope below the scale. He
said that the house was "under treatment'. He said he was at the top of the hill
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(Appendix 1, Picture 3). He was safe but all the sea creatures died because of
tsunami. He looked calm throughout the whole process.
Session Four
In the fourth session, the child drew a sea that covered the upper half of the
drawing paper. He colored the sea with ocean blue. Then, he chose five human
figures that represented him, his mother, father and two brothers.. Their backs
were facing the sea. He said that they were trying to escape from the tsunami
wave. Unfortunately, they were all killed in the disaster except him. He said he
managed to escape from the wave because he was in front (Appendix 1, Picture
4).
Suddenly, he said, "I am scared". The expression on his face indeed indicated
fear. The counselor reflected, "You're scared", He said, "Yes". The counselor
asked him to choose a toy that can symbolize his fear. He chose an army figure
(that was trying to take out the gun from his pocket) as the symbol of fear. The
counselor invited him to talk about the "fear". He said, "I'm scared of you, I'm
scared and sad". The counselor reflected, "You are scared and sad", He said,
"I'm scared of tsunami". The counselor invited him to choose a figure that
symbolized "tsunami wave". He chose a fireman figure (that was bringing a
water hose) as a symbol of wave. Then, he said, "I'm angry". The counselor
used role play to help the child expressing his anger. He talked to the fireman
figure and said, "I'm angry". His facial expression showed anger. But, he
couldn't express himself further. The counselor quickly rolled some newspaper to
make a bat for him to beat on a plastic chair in order to release his anger. He
beat the chair a few times and seemed relief after the process.
A first interview session was held (after the fourth session) with the child~s mother.
His mother said that she could see that her son was getting better now and
emotionally more stable. He slept well and was able to play with his neighbours
outside his house that he had always done before tsunami.
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